SUMMARY
INTRODUCTION
The Hepatitis B virus (HBV) is one of the viruses that cause hepatitis in man, and the clinical picture is extremely variable, causing acute and chronic forms with different prognosis and degrees of severity, including cirrhosis and a strong epidemiological and biochemical evidence for association with hepatocellular carcinoma.
The infection is endemic in many parts of the world and in our country it poses a significant problem, with high frequencies of the infection being found in some areas 2 12 29 , mainly in West Amazon where its presence is often associated to the Delta virus 3 13 .
The diagnosis of HBV infection is usually achieved by assay of the HBV surface antigen (HBsAg) but this marker does not indicate the presence of infectious particles in the blood. In individuals, infected with HBV, HBsAg is found predominantly in the form of 22 nm non-infectious particles and also as part of surface antigen present in complete HBV particles 8 . These com-(1) Departamento de Virologia, Fundação Oswaldo Cruz, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.
(2) Bio-Manguinhos, Fundação Oswaldo Cruz, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. plete particles also have an inner core which con tains the Hepatitis B core antigen (HBcAg) and HBeAg in a cryptic form 1 24, 31 . The presence of HBeAg in the serum as a soluble protein is asso ciated with the production of complete virion 25 , and is therefore utilized as a marker of infec tivity.
Inside the core, a double-stranded circular DNA and a virus specific DNA polymerase can be found 15 ' 16 -20 .
Different techniques are available for the de tection of complete virus but they are either of low sensitivity, like electron microscopy, HBcAg detection and DNA polymerase assay or indirect like the detection of HBeAg.
Recently, the use of molecular hybridization analysis allowed the serological detection of HBV-DNA by nucleic acid hybridization, provi ding a direct and highly sensitive marker of viral replication 4 ' 5 ' 6 28 .
In this work, we sought to establish the po tential infectivity of HBsAg positive sera from asymptomatic carriers as determined by the pre sence of HBV-DNA. The correlation of HBeAg, IgM anti-HBc and HBsAg levels with HBV-DNA positivity was studied.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
HBsAg positive serum samples from 356 blood donors of different blood banks from Rio de Janeiro were analysed.
Detection of serological HBV markers
HBsAg detection -These samples were confirmed by and titrated by R-PHA (Bio-Manguinhos -FIOCRUZ) 30 .
HBeAg detection -HBsAg positive sam ples were tested for the presence of HBeAg using Elisa Kits from Organon as well as reagents pro duced and standardized in our laboratory 19 . 
Preparation of samples and molecular hybri dization
The serum samples were treated as descri bed by SCOTTO et al. 23 . To 50 of sample, the same volume of 2M NaCl was added plus two volumes of 1M NaOH. Table I) . showed a low titer, with P/N less than 10. ROG GENDORF et al. 21 found the same prevalence in healthy carriers, while other authors reported much higher numbers, such as 75%, 81% and 829c 11 14 17 . This apparent discrepancy might be 
